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WHOLESALE PRICES IN THE UNITED STATES, 

1791-1801. 

By Harold V. Roelse. 



The aim of this work was to gain some definite idea of the 
trend of the price level following the adoption of the federal 
constitution. Mr. Alvin H. Hansen worked out indices of 
wholesale prices for the years 1801 to 1840, inclusive, in 1915,* 
and the original plan of the present work was to carry the 
study back to 1789. 

To make the results comparable, Mr. Hansen's system was 
followed in general. The first step in the procedure was the 
attempt to secure monthly statements of wholesale prices of a 
considerable number of commodities. Yearly averages of 
these prices were then computed, and, using the year 1791 as a 
base, indices were computed for each commodity. A simple 
arithmetic average of the indices of all commodities was com- 
puted for each year, and these yearly index numbers were 
adjusted to the base 1860 to make them comparable with Mr. 
Hansen's curve. 

The primary difficulty encountered was the scarcity of 
material. The only quotations of wholesale prices available 
for this work were those appearing in the Philadelphia General 
Advertiser, 1791-1793, inclusive, and in the Philadelphia 
Gazette and Universal Daily Advertiser, 1795-1801. No figures 
were found for the years prior to 1791, nor for the years 1794, 
1796, and 1800. Reports were not available for twelve months 
of any year. The number of monthly reports and the number 
of commodities for which prices were secured appear in Table I. 

In Table II are listed the commodities used and the yearly 
averages of the monthly quotations — in the order in which 
they appear in the General Advertiser. Some adjustments 
were necessary before these averages could be computed, such 
as adjusting changes in measures or quantities quoted. It was 
also necessary to change about half of the original figures 

* QUABTERLY PUBLICATIONS OI THE AMERICAN STATISTICAL ASSOCIATION, December, 1915. 
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from the English monetary system to the present American 
system. The ratio used in this adjustment was seven and a 
half shillings to the dollar, which it appears was the ratio 
maintained in Pennsylvania during the period under considera- 
tion. 

Table III represents the relative prices of these commodities 
for each year, index numbers having been computed using the 
year 1791 as the base. The average yearly index for all com- 
modities appears at the end of the table and is taken to repre- 
sent the relative level of prices for the period. 

In order to join these figures to the curve plotted by Mr. 
Hansen it was necessary to find the ratio between them and 
his index numbers, adjusted to the base 1860 to make them 
comparable to the index numbers given in the Aldrich report. 
This was done in the following manner. First an index 
number was computed for Boston for the year 1801, as shown 
in the last columns of Tables II and III. Only one report 
could be secured for Philadelphia in that year — October 
thirty-first — so the Boston report was taken for about the 
same date. It will be seen that the average indices for the 
two cities are almost identical. While some prices were higher 
in Boston, others were correspondingly lower than in Phila- 
delphia. The ratio of the Philadelphia index number for 1801 
to Mr. Hansen's final index number for the same year was 
found to be 1 to 1.159. The average indices for the period 
1791-1801 are therefore multiplied by 1.159. 

Table IV contains the indices for the entire period 1791- 
1915, adjusted to the base 1860. Mr. Hansen's final indices 
are not tabulated so they had to be worked out from the orig- 
inal indices before the curve accompanying this work could 
be plotted accurately. His original indices were multiplied 
by 1.188 as he suggests. The index numbers of the U. S. 
Bureau of Statistics of Labor, base 1890-1899, were used for 
the period 1890-1913 in Mr. Hansen's work, and the present 
writer was able to add the indices subsequently published for 
1914 and 1915. In adjusting these indices to the base 1860 
they were multiplied by 1.098, as the Bureau of Labor reports 
for 1890 and 1891 are 1/1.098 of the indices for the same years 
in the Aldrich report. 
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INDEX CURVE OF WHOLESALE PRICES IN THE UNITED STATES 
I7fl-I»«,BASE IIU. 
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A.HHWfiEN'5 CURVE 

AOCED P0KT1OM, 

w«i* GOLD VALVES 



INDEX CURVE OF WHOLESALE PRICES IN THE UNITED STATES 1791-1915, BASE 1860 



The curve of wholesale prices represents the indices in Table 
IV graphically presented, and also the gold prices during the 
period of currency inflation from 1861 to 1879. 

The existence of some inaccuracies in this work must be 
admitted. In the part of the curve that is original some slight 
errors were probably made in collecting the data. Toward 
the end of this period (1801), several varieties of some com- 
modities, such as coffee, were quoted, while the earlier lists of 
prices contained very little in the way of specifications as to 
varieties or qualities of such commodities. An effort was 
made, however, to keep the same grade of each commodity 
throughout the work. Usually a high grade was chosen, but 
in the case of some commodities such as Madeira wine, a low 
grade was found to be quoted more steadily. The lack of 
complete data of course constitutes the chief weakness of this 
work. No high degree of accuracy is claimed for this portion 
of the curve, but it is believed that it represents approximately 
the course of prices for the period. 

Where no material was available for a particular year, in 
plotting the curve it was necessary to connect directly the 
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points plotted for the preceding and following years. Refer- 
ring to the curve, however, it will be noticed that in no case is 
more than one year at a time not definitely plotted, and that it 
is improbable that the price level actually deviated so widely 
for such years as to seriously affect the trend of prices during 
the decade. To be specific, in 1792 and 1793 the price level 
is evidently going upward quite rapidly; 1794 is missing, but 
in 1795 prices were very much higher and it is probable that in 
1794 the prices were at least somewhat higher than in 1793; 
1796 is missing, but following it are three consecutive years of 
high prices, so it is not probable that the price level was very 
low that year — it seems quite possible that it may have been 
even higher than the curve would indicate. As for the last 
missing year, 1800, a few reports for Charleston, South Caro- 
lina, show that prices were lower in that year than in 1801. 
The same was probably true in Philadelphia. 

In conclusion it may be said that while this work can not be 
considered a highly accurate representation of the relative 
level of prices for specific years, it would seem to indicate 
conclusively that the decade following 1790 was a period 
of rapidly rising prices in the United States. 

TABLE I. 



Years. 


Number of Monthly Reports. 


Number of Commodities. 


1791 


11 


68 


1792 


11 


66 


1793 


8 


68 


1794 


None 




1795 


10 


58 


1796 


None 




1797 


5 


59 


1798 


10 


62 


1799 


3 


56 


1800 


None 




1801 


1 


56 



844 



American Statistical Association. 



[32 



TABLE II. 
YEARLY AVERAGES OF WHOLESALE PRICES IN PHILADELPHIA (a), 1791-1801 (b). 



Commodities. 



Years. 



1791. 



1792. 



1793. 



1795. 



1797. 



1798. 



1799. 



1801. 



1801. 
(Boston) 



AsheB, pot— ton 

Bread, ship-Pilot— cwt 
Boards, Oak per M.. . . 
Boards, Merch. Pine— M. 

Boards, Cedar — M 

Beef, Boston — bbl 

Beef, Country — bbl 

Butter— lb 

Chocolate — lb 

Coal — bu 

Coffee— lb 

Cotton — lb 

Copperas — cwt 

Cordage 

Flour, superfine — bbl. . . 

Flaxseed — hhd 

Glue— lb 

Gin, Holland— gal 

Wheat — bu 

Rye — bu 

Oats — bu 

Indian Corn — bu 

Barley— bu 

Hams — lb 

Lard— lb 

Honey — ga! 

Hemp — ton 

Hoops, hogshead — M. . . 

Hides, raw — lb 

Iron Bar — ton 

Iron, Pig — ton 

Iron, Sheet — ton 

Herring — bbl 

Lead, Bar — cwt 

Leather, "soal" — lb. ... 

Meal, Indian — bbl 

Mackerel — bbl 

Molasses — gai 

Nails— lb 

Oil, Linseed — gal 

Oil, Whale — gal 

Oil, Olive— gal 

Pitch— bbl 

Pork, Burlington — bbl . . 
Pork, Lower County — 

bbl 

Peas, Albany — bu 

Pepper — lb 

Pimento — lb 

Rice — cwt 

Raisins — box 

Rum, Jamaica — gal 

Saltpetre — cwt 

Shot — ton 

Steel, German — cwt. . . . 
Steel, American — ton. . . 

Soap, Castile 

Russia Sheeting 

Sugar, Hav., white — cwt. 
Sugar, Hav., brown — cwt. 

Salt, Liverpool 

Shingles, Long — M 

Scantling, heart — M. . . . 
Staves, W. 0. Hhd.— M 

Tar— 32 gal. bbl 

Turpentine 

Tobacco, James River . . 

Tea, Hyson 

Wine, Madeira — pipe. . . 



$102.30 
4.02 
13.90 
15.23 
H. 19 
7.25 
6.59 
.149 
.130 
.215 
.193 
.255 
2.08 
8.28 
5.13 
5.60 
.155 
.767 
1.02 
.58 
.29 
.41 
.59 
.08 
.09 
.60 
146.93 
15.67 
.11 
80.50 
28.35 
172.30 
2.75 
6.65 
.183 
2.73 
8.27 
.37 
.094 
.50 
.267 
.86 
2.32 
11.67 

10.45 

1.09 

.49 

.182 

2.88 

4.33 

.83 

12.00 

132.60 

9.29 

126.27 

.104 

12.00 

13.30 

10.00 

.30 

10.23 

15.17 

19.25 

1.66 

2.50 

4.59 

1.12 

106.67 



$100 
3, 
11 
19 
16 



$115 

3 

16 

23 

18 



10.91 

.73 

.432 

.17 

2.71 

3.60 

1.135 

13.75 

140.00 

9.18 

113.21 

.11 

12.27 

17.50 

15.00 

.30! 

13.00 

23.33 

19.42 

1.50 

2.00 

3.84 

131 '46 



$141 

8 
17 
25 
20 
13 
12 



11.56 

.73 

.38 

.185 

3.11 

2.63 

1.12 

14.33 

140.00 

9.00 

113.33 

.11 

15.00 

17.50 

11.75 

.384 

13.00 

23.33 

20.33 

1.50 

2.165 

4.09 

1.28 

176.00 



33 

47 

33 

33 

00 

40 

96 
.164 
.26 
.307 
.224 
.31 



.87 
..75 
.204 
.27 
.93 
.955 
.41 
.655 
.09 
.122 

.90 
.67 
.00 
.11 
.60 
.67 
l.OO 



$120 
8 
17 
25 
20. 
16. 
14 



17 



.222 
;.77 
.58 
.59 
.122 
.644 
.40 

'6i 

>.33 



15.07 
1.00 

.40 
.16 



160.00 

9.20 

133.33 

.28 



13.33 

.70 

20.00 

37] 87 
3.20 
3.21 

6.07 

2.00 

168,00 



40 
.73 

27 
45 

90 

67 

33 

103 

50 

67 

67 

00 

]20 
.50 
;.75 
.70 
.128 
. 9 
.46 

^67 

;.75 



16.00 
1.13 
.323 
.15 
3.58 
4.38 
1.60 

147! 50 

10.92 

127.33 

.18 

19 '60 

16.50 

.52 

20.00 

44i25 
3.33 
4.00 

8.50 

1.70 

227.33 



$124.80 

7.15 

12.00 

24.00 

24.00 

13.50 

12.50 

.16 

.25 

.33 

.25 

.40 



8.00 

12.40 

.20 

.90 

1.34 

1.00 
.40 
.508 

1.33 
.134 

T27 

270.00 

29.00 

.094 

98.33 

36.00 

216.53 

5.60 

"!20 
3.10 
12.00 

.628 
.13 

.70 

.47 

'3 '50 
18.20 

15.50 

1.00 

.298 

.17 

2.73 

4.05 

1.40 

42.50 

200.00 

11.00 

156.00 

.20 

islfSO 

13.60 

.68 

18.00 

46.00 

35,00 

3.25 

3.50 

11.10 

1.44 

200.00 



$8.50 

20.00 

26.00 

26.00 

12.00 

9.33 

.16 

.25 

.303 

.30 

.427 



9.50 

"!l8 

.97 
1.70 



.49 

i.33 

260.00 

29.00 

.10 

98.33 

40.00 

200.00 

3.83 

' ' .'20 
2.71 
9.00 

.617 
.13 

.657 
.28 

'3'00 
15.00 

14.00 

.83 

.327 

.16 

2.33 

4.00 

1.22 

50.00 

200,00 

14 33 

156.00 



19.33 

14.67 

.79 

18.00 

36.00 

35.67 

2.20 

2.50 

10.00 

1.53 

200.00 



$120.00 

ii'.so 

13.00 

16 '60 

14.50 
.16 
.25 
.33 
.23 
.40 
3.00 

16.00 



1.30 

1.67 

1.00 

.50 

.80 

1.00 

.17 

.19 

280.00 
16.00 

130 16o 
35.00 

250.00 

7.50 

8.00 

.22 

ii.'oo 

.50 

.12 

.85 

.61 

1.87 

5.00 

26.00 

24.00 

.16 

6.00 

4.00 

1.40 

30.00 

180.00 

ii'.bo 

.16 

i7!6o 

13.00 

.58 

1^75 

16.00 
4.00 
3.00 
7.00 
1.13 
240.00 



$140.00 
8.00 
17.50 
14.25 

iiioo 

13.00 
.20 

.20 

'"22 

.44 

3.00 

16.00 

10.00 

6.56 

.33 

1.12 

'i.'oo 
.55 

.83 
1.12 

".it 

276! 60 
20.00 

i2o!6o 

35.00 

'i'.25 

8.00 

.21 

4.75 

9.50 

.49 

"!92 

.60 

'i'.bo 

26.00 

23.00 

'".fa 

.20 

6.25 

3.75 

1.20 

30.00 

180.00 



.16 
16.00 
16.00 
12.50 

.58 



30.00 
4.50 
5.00 
5.50 
1.10 
240.00 



(a) The last column gives comparative prices for Boston. 

(b) No figures were available for 1794, 1796, or 1800. 



33] 



Wholesale Prices in the United States. 



845 



TABLE III. 
INDEX NUMBERS OF YEARLY AVERAGES OF WHOLESALE PRICES IN PHILADEL- 
PHIA (a) 1791-1801, BASE 1791 (100). 





Years. 


Commodities. 


1792. 


1793. 


1795. 


1797. 


1798. 


1799. 


1801. 


1801. 
(Boston) 




97.75 

86.82 

85.98 

126.73 

117.90 

110.35 

106.22 

107.40 

135.38 

102.33 

98.44 

148.22 

80.30 

96.60 

98.42 

127.32 

118.72 

103.54 

92.56 

88.28 

95.87 

111.22 

150.50 

112.51 

100.00 

100,00 

99.83 

95.74 

100.00 

103.18 

94.08 

100.61 

103.63 

105.26 

93! 04 

106.65 

133.00 

106.37 

121.20 

100.00 

101.17 

86.20 

95.02 

104.40 

66.98 

88.16 

93.41 

94.10 

83.14 

136.75 

114.60 

105.60 

98.80 

89.65 

106.73 

102.26 

131.58 

150.00 

102.00 

127.07 

153.80 

100.90 

90.36 

80.00 

83.66 

123.23 


112.41 

87.08 

115.11 

151.03 

126.87 

124.14 

117.60 

107.40 

153.85 

104.66 

93.26 

154.90 

80.30 

99.65 

113.05 

137.13 

129.04 

115.40 

113.75 

100.00 

122.78 

133.42 

172.88 

137.52 

111.12 

100.00 

99.83 

95.74 

100.00 

107.14 

89.35 

100.61 

109.10 

105.26 

109.30 

95.24 

96.74 

137.85 

106.37 

130.80 

89.88 

101.17 

86.20 

110.90 

110.63 

66.98 

77.50 

101.65 

108.00 

60.74 

134.95 

119.42 

105.60 

96.87 

89.75 

106.73 

125.00 

131.58 

117.50 

128.00 

127.07 

153.80 

105.67 

90.36 

86.60 

89.11 

114.30 

165.00 


138.16 
210.80 
124.67 
166.32 
140.96 
184.84 
196.70 
110.07 
200.00 
142.80 
116.08 
121.60 

211 !90 
120.54 
131.62 
165.60 
189.23 
164.66 
141.40 
159.78 
184.75 
152.53 

i5o!6o 

132.50 
191.46 
100.00 
106.33 
101.13 
127.70 

121 ! 32 

138.10 
140.03 
159.48 
129.78 
128.80 
149.82 

12SK74 
139.94 
144.22 
91.75 
81.63 
87.91 
178.82 
94.69 
139.76 

120.66 
99.91 
89.75 

269.23 

I33! 30 
233.33 
195.50 

196.72 
192.77 
128.40 
132.24 
178.51 
157.50 


117.30 
217.65 
125.18 
166.32 
140.96 
220.70 
223.85 
100.07 
207.70 
174.42 
139.90 
156.85 

181 ! 50 

303.55 
109.70 
195.60 

137.95 

178.05 
215.25 
181.30 

150! 00 
181.50 
187.18 
93.65 
142.25 
122.30 
124.60 
218.18 

109!30 
164.84 
154.18 
189.20 
136.15 
218.00 
172.30 

201.30 

160.62 
153.12 
103.67 
65.92 
82.41 
124.30 
101.15 
192.78 

iii!23 

117.53 

100.85 
173.10 

142'.86 
165.00 
173.30 
195.50 

229! 88 
200.60 
160.00 
185.20 
151.80 
213.11 


122.00 
177.88 
86.33 
157.60 
169.14 
186.23 
189.70 
107.40 
192.31 
154.88 
129.54 
156.85 

155!95 
221.42 
129.04 
117.35 
131.40 
172.44 
137.95 
123.90 
225.42 
167.53 

2ii!70 
183.76 
185.07 
85.46 
122.15 
127.00 
125.68 
203.72 

109.Z0 
113.56 
145.10 
169.74 
138.28 
140.00 
176.05 

166!86 

155.97 

148.33 

91.75 

60.82 

93.41 

94.79 

93.53 

168.70 

354.20 

150.83 

118.40 

123.55 

192.31 

139! 85 
136.00 
226.67 
175.95 
303.25 
181.82 
195.78 
140.00 
239.64 
128.57 
187.48 


2li!46 
143.88 
170.72 
183.25 
164.53 
141.57 
107.40 
192.31 
140.95 
155.45 
167.45 

185*20 

ii«!i4 

126.50 
166.70 

li9.'53 

137! 52 

22i!70 
176.97 
185.07 
90.92 
122.15 
141.10 
116.08 
139.26 

10SK30 
99.26 
108.84 
174.88 
138.28 
131.40 
104.90 

129!32 

128.54 

134.00 

76.16 

66.74 

87.91 

80.90 

92.37 

147.00 

416.70 

150.83 

154.23 

123.55 

145!33 
146.70 
263.30 
175.95 
237.30 
185.30 
132.53 
100.00 
217.87 
136.61 
187.48 


117.30 

125!90 
85.36 

226! 70 
220.05 
107.40 
192.31 
164.88 
119.17 
156.85 
144.23 
193.25 

169!50 
163.74 
172.44 
172.42 
195.12 
169.50 
212.54 
211.14 

196!56 
102.10 

16i!50 
123.45 
145.11 

272.73 
120.30 
121.32 

134! 22 
135.15 
127.64 
170.00 
228.50 
207.44 
216.52 
222.82 
229.68 

59!i8 
87.91 
208.35 
92.37 
168.70 
260.00 
135.75 

605 
153.85 

127!82 
130.00 
193.33 

117.00 

83.11 
240.98 
120.00 
152.50 
100.90 
225.00 


136.85 




199.00 
125.90 




93.58 




220.70 




197.30 


Butter— lb 


134.22 




153.85 






Coffee— lb 


114.00 




172.55 




144.23 




193.25 




194.93 




117.15 


Glue— lb 


212.90 




140.04 








172.44 




189.68 




202.45 




189.85 






Lard— lb 


211.14 








183.76 




127.64 








149.07 




123.45 








154.54 




120.30 




114.75 




174.00 




114.88 




132.45 


Nails— lb 






184.00 


Oil, Whale— gal 


224.73 


Oil, Olive— gal 




Pitch— bbl 


215.52 




222.82 




220.10 




57.14 




109.88 




217.02 




86.60 




144.58 




250.00 




135.75 












153.85 




133.33 




120.30 
125.00 




193.33 










Staves, W. 0. Hhd.— M 

Tar— 32 gal. bbl 


155.85 
271.10 




200.00 




119.82 




98.20 




225.00 








105.62 


111.74 


147.72 


158.69 


156.47 


150.12 


159.33 


159.54 







fa) Last column giveB comparative figures for Boston. 
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TABLE IV. 

INDEX NUMBERS OF WHOLESALE PRICES IN THE UNITED STATES, 1791-1915, 
BASE YEAR 1860. 



Date. 


Index. 


Date. 


Index. 


Date. 


Index. 


Date. 


Index. 


Date. 


Index. 


1791 


115.9 


1816 


170.6 


1841 


115.8 


1866 


191.0 


1891 


92.2 


1792 


122.4 


1817 


172.7 


1842 


107.8 


18617 
1868 


172.2 


1892 


86.8 


1793 


129.5 


1818 


168.1 


1843 


101.5 


160.5 


1893 


86.8 


1794 




1819 


148.1 


1844 


10.1.9 


1869 


153.5 


1894 


79.1 


1795 


iri.2 


1820 


127.0 


1845 


102.8 


1870 


142.3 


1895 


76.9 


1796 




1821 


121.5 


1846 


106.4 


1871 


136.0 


1896 


73.6 


1797 


183.9 


1822 


125.1 


1847 


106.5 


1872 


138.8 


1897 


73.6 


1798 


181.4 


1823 


118.9 


1848 


101.4 


1873 


137.5 


1898 


75.8 


1799 


174.0 


1824 


117.5 


1849 


98.7 


1874 


133.0 


1899 


83.5 


1800 




1825 


118.8 


1850 


102.3 


1875 


127.6 


1900 


91.2 


1801 


1847 


1826 


118.1 


1851 


105.9 


1876 


118.2 


1901 


89.0 


1802 


151.7 


1827 


118.3 


1852 


102.7 


1877 


110.9 


1902 


92.3 


1803 


155.9 


1828 


113.1 


1853 


109.1 


1878 


101.3 


1903 


93.4 


1804 


167.0 


1829 


111.8 


1854 


112.9 


1879 


96.6 


1904 


92.3 


1805 


172.1 


1830 


108.6 


1855 


113.1 


1880 


106.9 


1905 


95.6 


1806 


168.2 


1831 


114.9 


1856 


113.2 


1881 


105.7 


1906 


101.1 


1807 


159.6 


1832 


116.6 


1857 


112.5 


1882 


108.7 


1907 


106.6 


1808 


155.6 


1833 


115.0 


1858 


101.8 


1883 


106.0 


1908 


101.1 


1809 




1834 


107.1 


1859 


100.2 


1884 


99.4 


1909 


104.4 


1810 


ire '.7 


1835 


123.3 


1860 


100.0 


1885 


93.0 


1910 


108.8 


1811 


173.1 


1836 


137.5 


1861 


100.6 


1886 


91.9 


1911 


105.5 


1812 


175.9 


1837 


136.3 


1862 


117.8 


1887 


92.6 


1912 


109.8 


1813 


204.8 


1838 


130.9 


1863 


148.6 


1888 


94.2 


1913 


111.0 


1811 


255.2 


1839 


136.9 


1864 


190.5 


1889 


94.2 


1914 


109.8 


1815 


200.4 


1840 


116.8 


1865 


216.8 


1890 


92.2 


1915 


112.0 



